INTRODUCTION
Water boards are regional water agencies responsible for the quantity and quality of surface water in the Netherlands (Mostert 2006) . Dutch water boards are facing the challenge of developing regional water plans and addressing long-term qualitative and quantitative issues. The Dutch water policy directive (Nationaal Bestuursakkoord Water) requires that regional water management plans anticipate water shortages and floods; integrate different functions and interests related to water in the region; and create a good ecological status for the water system as stipulated by the European Water Framework Directive (WFD) (Hoogheemraadschap De Stichtse Rijnlanden (HDSR) 2003) . Together with municipalities and the provinces, water boards must implement these objectives by 2015 in widely supported water management plans (WAPs) and urban water plans. Actively involving the public and interested stakeholders in water management planning is a policy requirement from higher-level governance bodies, as outlined in Article 14 of the 2000 WFD (Newig and Pahl-Wostl 2005) . Although this stipulation is open and leaves room for interpretation, requiring stakeholder involvement of some kind can be seen as a good step forward. This article presents a case study on how these policies are unfolding in the Netherlands.
The concept of public participation, or the collaboration between governmental and nongovernmental stakeholders (Huitema et al. 2009) , is related to a range of similar meaning concepts, such as collaboration (Gray 1996) and multistakeholder platforms (Warner 2005) . Participation in policy processes can take various forms, ranging from information (i.e., transparency) to consultation (i.e., input from the public) to designing policy (i. e., co-designing) to shared decision making (i.e., codeciding) (Hare et al. 2003) . These different forms of participation are typically represented as a ladder (Arnstein 1969, Geurts and Mayer 1996) or as a continuum (Creighton 2005, Warner and Verhallen 2007) . The diversity of concepts and meanings can cause confusion for water managers (Rowe and Frewer 2004 ).
Public participation is deemed an essential element in developing adaptive and integrated water management , Watson 2007 , Huitema et al. 2009 ). Stakeholders' participation is believed to be necessary for developing wellbalanced plans with wider societal support, creating transparency for the public, and allowing smoother policy implementation (Creighton 2005 , Healy 2006 . However, several authors show that the merits of organized public participation are not selfevident: there are limits to public participation, and the democratic virtues are questionable (Meadowcroft 1998 , van der Arend 2007 . Optimal representation of all interests would include everyone affected by the process, but this is often practically and financially impossible (Geurts and Mayer 1996, Meadowcroft 1998) . Sometimes groups do not want to participate (Warner 2005) . In the early stages of the discussion process, an issue may not be in a state where it can be understood easily by the public (Rowe and Frewer 2000) , which leads to confusion over aims and focus. The diversity in discourses in the group-formal authorities, water technicians, user-group representatives, and the public-is considerable, and makes open discussion difficult (Healy 2006) . Furthermore, a diversity of participants having a direct influence on policy outcome can lead to power struggles, as not every stakeholder shares the same interests and is willing to share influence (Meadowcroft 1998 , Warner 2005 . Additionally, participants vary in how much time and effort they are willing to invest in the participatory process. If not managed adequately, this may lead to frustration, stakeholder fatigue, and drop-out (Rowe and Frewer 2000) .
One relevant question is how a "successful" or "effective" process can be characterized by fixed normative criteria that would apply in different contexts (e.g., Webler 1995 , Glicken 2000 , Rowe and Frewer 2000 , Syme and Nancarrow 2002 , Marks 2004 , Rowe and Frewer 2004 ? A large body of work evaluates participatory programs in various fields (i.e., integrated water resources management (IWRM), natural resources management (NRM), risk management) in case studies (e.g., Renn 1999, Webler and Tuler 2001) , case surveys (e.g., Lynn and Busenberg 1995, Beierle and Cayford 2002) , and theory-derived perspectives (e.g., Webler 1995 , Marks 2004 . Some criteria, such as "fairness" and "competence", can provide guidance for process designers, but other criteria tell designers and implementers little about how they should proceed in different situations. Some suggest that it is beneficial to employ a combination of different methods and participatory groups in larger participatory programs (see for example Beierle and Cayford 2002, Creighton 2005) , but there is little evidence to support this. It is insufficiently known how to design and implement a public participation program in different settings that optimizes these conflicting criteria.
In this article, we address this knowledge gap by presenting observations and evaluation results from a Dutch case study. Between 2005 and 2008, the HDSR-a water board in the center of the Netherlands-developed a water management plan for the Kromme Rijn region in cooperation with other water authorities, user interest groups, and the wider public. Table 1 provides some basic details on land use in the Kromme Rijn region. Cattle farmers require a steady water supply, and an increasing number of fruit farmers need large quantities of surface water (26,000 m 3 an hour) during frosty nights in spring to prevent fruit tree buds from freezing. The current dam and pumps are only capable of bringing a maximum of 720 m 3 of water an hour in the Kromme Rijn region, which causes large fluctuations in surface water level (Koenraadt et al. 2008) . The relatively limited infrastructure of river basins, canals, and ditches can hardly discharge the water in cases of heavy rain and cannot deliver the massive quantities of water when the fruit farmers require it. Water supply is already a problem when surface water levels are low during the dry summer months. Judging from the effects of climate change and growth trends in this sector, water quantity issues will likely become more difficult to manage (Koenraadt et al. 2008) . Both the practice of water delivery and the participatory planning approach go beyond the traditional responsibility of the water board, which is to drain the superfluous water from the land, or -in their own words-to keep "dry feet."
The public participation program, which was codesigned and executed by the HDSR and the authors, addressed the needs of organizers and participants. The water board had to reconcile different types of stakeholder interests in water management, from personal stakes, to sectoral economic interests, and collective societal interests. The presence of the public during strategic discussions among authorities and stakeholder organizations was considered undesirable, creating an uncertain and unsafe environment (i.e., emotional reactions and interventions). However, involvement of different stakeholders (such as the public) was considered important to ensure that all interests were addressed and that support was generated for the water management plan. These participation dilemmas were considered by the water board before the project's design phase (Holtman et al. 2005) .
Based on the range of interests at stake, the project objective, the timeframe, and the resources available, the organizer decides if pubic participation is required, whom to involve in what capacity, how many meetings to have, and what form these meetings will take (Creighton 2005 The stakeholder analysis was carried out by the planning group, consisting of water board employees, and facilitated by one of the authors. Stakeholders were mapped in four different groups, i.e., a core group of formal water authorities, an advisory group of stakeholder representatives, regional residents, and an information group of stakeholders who were only informed about the progress made. This categorization was presented to a wider group of stakeholders and adjustments were published in a newsletter (see Table 2 ). As it was deemed necessary to involve the public, as well as user-group representatives, it was decided to involve all four groups in different ways. http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ Table 2 . Different groups in the Kromme Rijn participation process.
The core group The core group of formal authorities involved in the project, jointly responsible for the development of the regional water plan, and sharing the strategic coordination of the process. The core group consisted of the representatives of the Province, the Water Board, and the three Municipalities covering the project region.
The advisory group The advisory group of influential and interested stakeholders from the region and the central platform for discussion about the project. Besides the representatives from agricultural organizations, environmental and recreation groups, the members of the core group were also part of this group.
The information group The information group of stakeholders with lower interest and influence, who were informed about the process and results on a regular basis.
Inhabitants
The inhabitants of the region were considered interested but not influential and, therefore, categorized separately. Inhabitants were involved in public meetings, in which they were informed about the progress and consulted about problems and potential solutions of the regional water plan.
The assembling of the groups was based on levels of interest, with the more central groups being nested in the peripheral groups (see Fig. 1 ). The design would take into account the polycentric and nested character of the Dutch regional water governance structure (Groot et al. 2002 , Mostert 2006 , Moellenkamp et al. 2007 ). This would allow each group to participate differently, with a different role and objective, extent and methodology of participation, and set of issues to deal with. This system allowed the stakeholders formally responsible for collective water interests (i.e., the water board, municipalities, province), sectoral economic interests (i.e., agriculture, fruit farming, environment, recreation), and individual interests (i.e., citizens) to participate productively in a structured setting. It was anticipated that this would stimulate optimal horizontal communication (i.e., between members of the same group with similar types of interests). This design simultaneously ensured that the groups were integrated by participation and communication, allowing for vertical communication (i.e., between groups). The participatory element allowed members of the central groups to participate in meetings of the peripheral groups to learn about the views, attitudes, and reactions to the WMP. The importance of this "boundary crossing" in the facilitation of participation of multiple nested systems is raised by Groot et al. (2002) . Communication by the planning group to the different groups, through presentations, newsletters, and website updates, formed an important central pillar in this project design. The process design (see Fig. 2 ) was laid down in a project plan by the planning group (Holtman et al. 2005) .
With this design, the water board aimed to have a successful participatory process, leading to a widely accepted and realistic water management plan, tailored to the regional context and the needs of the stakeholders involved. The central question this article seeks to answer is the extent to which the water board has succeeded in reaching these objectives. How was the chosen process design implemented? To what extent has the chosen process design and implementation been effective and resulted in an acceptable process outcome? Which factors have played an important role in this? Finally, what general lessons can be derived from this case study for design and implementation of public participation programs for regional water management in the Netherlands and elsewhere?
The next section outlines the methods and data used to answer these questions, followed by a presentation of relevant evaluation results from our case study. The discussion will critically reflect on the results and focus on advice for water management practitioners who wish to organize participatory processes. 
METHODS AND DATA
The authors were involved in the Kromme Rijn project from the outset: we advised the water board on the design and implementation of the participation program, facilitated discussions between conveners and participants, and evaluated the process. The observations, documentation, and evaluation results collected throughout the process for the different groups in the process design serve as data sources in this article.
We organized interviews with the planning group in different phases of the process. Members of the planning group were considered sufficiently aware of the process design and its implementation and, therefore, capable of providing direct views on the effectiveness and the outcomes of this approach. Interviews were organized in two rounds during the process. During the first round, interviewees were asked about the water board's management style and institutional setting, how it usually organizes participatory processes and the differences with the current approach, and the experience with participatory processes. For accuracy and reliability, interviews with the water board were audio recorded (Robson 2001) . Interview reports were sent back to the interviewees for approval and comment. During the second round, questions specifically focused on the effects and difficulties of the process. Anonymity was guaranteed to all interviewees and consequently a coding system is used for referencing in this paper; interviewees are referred to here by the acronyms PG, CG, and AG followed by a number identifying the individual. Table 3 provides an overview of all interviews and the coding system.
In addition, the planning group and core group members were evaluated halfway and at the end of the process using a reflection workshop organized by us. Participants included the planning group, water board employees, province and municipal authority representatives, and researchers (including the first three authors). Participants reflected individually on lessons learned during the project's first phase about preparation and execution of the various stakeholder meetings. Subsequently, these lessons were discussed among the participants. On this basis, joint lessons were defined and implemented in the second part of the process. Reflections of the second workshop resulted in organizational lessons and recommendations for future participatory processes. The authors took minutes of the workshops.
Questionnaires and interviews were conducted with advisory group members (including the core group members present). As the members of these groups were not involved in the process design and http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ implementation, we felt that asking direct questions would not yield substantive and reliable answers.
To evaluate the participants' views, we used a set of standardized performance indicators derived from two key publications in the participation literature Frewer 2000, Beierle and Cayford 2002) . According to Beierle and Cayford (2002) , distinction has to be made between context factors, referring to "the features of a given situation that a public participation process confronts"; process criteria, referring to conditions that determine "what actually happens" during the process; and the broad set of results that are produced (Beierle and Cayford 2002). Rowe and Frewer (2000) focus on process criteria and distinguish between those factors that "are related to effective construction and implementation" and those that are "related to the potential public acceptance of a procedure" (Rowe and Frewer 2000) . We combined the two approaches, adopting Beierle and Cayford's three-phase approach and using Rowe and Frewer's process criteria in the process phase. This set of indicators was administered in a combination of statements and questions by means of questionnaires and telephone interviews. In line with surveying techniques (Neuman 2003) , questionnaires were deliberately brief; each questionnaire evaluated no more than 10 indicators. For detailed tables with the evaluation criteria and value ranges, see the Appendix (Tables  A1 and A2 ).
Group members were surveyed in three process phases: at the start, halfway, and at the end. In the first phase, questions and statements referred to contextual factors. In the second phase, the focus was on procedural factors. In the third and final phase, group members were asked about different process outcomes. To improve interpretation of the survey results, additional telephone interviews were conducted in which the participants were asked to provide additional argumentation. In order not to overload them with requests, telephone interviews were organized in two rounds. The context interviews were held several weeks after the context questionnaire; the process and outcome interviews were held jointly toward the end of the process. Interviewees participated on a voluntary basis, confirming their willingness by ticking the appropriate box in the questionnaire. Interviews took place by telephone and resulted in handwritten notes that were typed out and elaborated upon immediately afterward. Five participants volunteered in the first round, four in the second round (see Table  3 ). Three participants were interviewed in both rounds, representing the main user groups involved.
With a larger number of participants anticipated for the public meetings, we opted for a basic standardized questionnaire to be administered during three of the four public meetings. The questionnaire was kept short and evaluated a limited set of statements dealing with procedural factors, such as organization, information delivery, and Table A7 in the Appendix). The lead author was present at all four public meetings to conduct the survey, observe the process, and take notes.
The interview and reflection workshop material was qualitatively analyzed. A selection of interview quotations is presented in the results section of this article. All material presented in this article was collected in Dutch and translated into English by the authors. Given the small numbers of respondents, results from both surveys are presented in tables of basic descriptive statistics, included in the Appendix. Statistical data will only be used in this article to substantiate the interview results.
RESULTS

Process implementation
Over a period of more than 2 years, the different groups met in numerous but separate workshops and meetings. The core group met eight times, including during an additional field excursion. The advisory group met eight times. The inhabitants of the region were invited four times to public meetings where information on the planning process was presented and their input was requested. Members of the information group were kept up to date about the developments in the planning process through newsletters and the website. Table 4 provides an overview of the actual meetings organized, their http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ Ecology and Society 15(1): 14 http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ main aims, and the number of participants. It shows that central groups were organized as planned before peripheral groups. Table 5 provides details on the number of participants from central groups participating in the peripheral groups. More than 20% of the advisory group meetings consisted of core group members; almost 14% of the participants at public meetings also participated in advisory group or core group meetings.
During the first year of the process, the advisory group meetings were organized in parallel with another participatory program focused on defining a good ecological status for the Kromme Rijn basin (i.e., WFD implementation). Organizing for these meetings to be held in conjunction minimized the workload of thhe stakeholders participating in both projects. In the second year of the process, the WFD Kromme Rijn implementation project was finished, and water management plan meetings were organized independently.
At the reflection workshop at the end of the first year, a number of lessons were drawn that related to the implementation of the process design. Participants expressed the need for greater clarity about project boundaries and the roles of the water board, the researchers, and the core group members in the process. It was suggested that the core group meetings should clarify these issues before moving to the advisory group and the public. Also, an additional organizational element was added to the process design in the second year of process implementation. Central groups were asked to coorganize the meetings for the peripheral groups to stimulate joint project ownership (see Table 4 ). The existence of multiple roles and the resulting confusion was also discussed. The water board, acting as convener, stakeholder, and technical expert in the process, became aware of the difficulty in expressing and defending their own interests while performing these other tasks. The authors drew a similar conclusion about their roles of process facilitator, researchers, and process evaluator. From the next meetings on, these roles were more clearly divided between different people. Due to activities elsewhere, the project leader was replaced by a consultant external to the water board at the start of the second year. Also, the second year of the process saw a more active involvement of a water board executive council member in the stakeholder meetings.
The participation process was completed approximately 2 years after its inception with the drafting of the water management plan (see Koenraadt et al. 2008) . Key elements of the plan are to widen ditches and canals in the Kromme Rijn Region to ensure sufficient levels of surface water to facilitate water needs of current users; the necessary land will be acquired based on voluntary sales; water extraction permits for additional future users will be assessed based on the capacity of the water system. After 2 years, progress will be reviewed and the water board will decide on options for continuation, including ending the facilitation of specific user needs, invoking article 12 of Dutch water legislation ("Waterstaatswet 1900") that provides legal means for obtaining land for water management under certain conditions, or looking for alternative ways to deliver the necessary water quantities (Koenraadt et al. 2008) . The official participation round of the WMP generated more reactions and amendments than usual, which was seen as an indication that the participatory effort had increased awareness of the policy process in the region (PG2). In February 2008, the Water Board's General Council approved the Kromme Rijn WMP. Thereby the water board succeeded in its first objective, i.e., to develop a water management plan with and for the region. After the official approval, evaluative meetings were organized for the advisory group, the core group, and the planning group. In the following sections, we present the results that highlight how successful the process has been in the eyes of participants and organizers; and which factors played a role.
The planning group
For the most part, interviews with the planning group suggest that the process design and implementation were effective in this case. The process design enhanced the participants' understanding of project boundaries and roles of the actors in the different layers of the process. It also made the core group responsible for setting the project boundaries. According to planning group members, the task was completed satisfactorily in the second half of the first year. "The Province [the regional authority in the Netherlands-ML] was important in the core group because of its role in spatial planning and ground water management. Representation of the municipalities differed. One municipal representative was very good and had a positive contribution in representing the interests of the citizens" (PG2). Furthermore, two planning group members claimed that the role of the core group became less prominent during the second http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ year. This was because most strategic discussions occurred in the advisory group from then on.
The division of individual and sectoral interests in the public meetings and the advisory group was also seen as being beneficial to the process. "Farmers are hard to represent by agricultural organizations," said one planning group member. "Eventually, measures have to be taken on the land of individual farmers. Measures may be in the interest of the agricultural sector as a whole, but not in the interest of the individual farmer. The farmer will be against such measures. That is why the nested nature of the process is important" (PG1). Participants also claimed that they benefited from a safe setting. "In a small group, like the advisory group, things can be discussed more directly and openly because of the sense of safety" (PG2). In other words, open discussion was encouraged between advisory group members and organizers, without risking emotional reactions. Also, compared with other planning processes, the Kromme Rijn discussions were more open, leading to less resistance. The planning group believed that the process created trust between the participants and the water board.
Planning group members reported that their confidence grew as ideas were examined in depth in the core group and advisory group. "The effect of the advisory group on the public meetings was mainly that we were better prepared. There were fewer surprises. This meant we were more confident of making a good presentation and responding well to citizen's questions" (PG2). http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ It was felt that all the groups comprised a fair representation of the stakeholders affected by the process, with the exception of the core group, where it was thought that the municipalities were not represented by the appropriate experts. The planning group interviews clearly show the importance of the right representation of interests in the groups and the importance of having participants with the right skills to represent those interests. This was also considered true for the planning group itself. "A lot of it depends on the right people-knowing what your role is. If we had had non-qualified people in key positions it would not have worked. One has to know what to do" (PG3). The experience of the external project leader and the facilitator in the participatory programs was considered an especially important factor for the project's success.
From the planning group's perspective, the process was intensive, with many meetings for different groups. The process was also cost effective, in the sense that the time and money spent were satisfactory for the results achieved. The cost effectiveness became especially clear when it was compared with other water board planning processes. "In a neighboring planning process organized by the water board, only four advisory group meetings were held in 6 years' time, and no public meetings. They are not even ready yet" (PG2). As well as having achieved its main objectives, the process had valuable learning lessons for the water board. "This project has been very important internally for the water board. We are busy changing from a technical organization to a policy organization and this is not easy. There are still people within the water board who would rather just tell stakeholders what will be done and why. I have tried to change the water board into a more communicative agency for 5 years. This project has made the staff proud. It is a pity that we do not have more people who know how to organize such a process" (PG3).
The advisory group
The results of the advisory group evaluation consist of both qualitative and quantitative information on a wide range of process factors. Below, we present the main interview results and make reference to the survey results included in the Appendix.
Interviewed members affirmed that having different groups organized according to levels of involvement led to fewer conflicts of interests. One interviewee said "This is a good way of planning. First discuss the opportunities and threats with important stakeholder groups, and then discuss the details with the public" (AG1). Advisory group discussions focused on the interests of whole regions, whereas public meetings were reserved for discussions of personal interests. Several advisory group members were also personally affected by the WMP. One such stakeholder said: "You look at the problem from a bird's eye view: more at the collective interest and less at your personal interests" (AG1). The differing results of the context and the outcome questionnaires indicate that, over the course of the process, the advisory group became more positive regarding the conflicting interests and the interest in reaching the group's objectives (see Tables A4 and A6 in the Appendix).
Participants were also very satisfied with the level of openness in the process. "The water board tried to influence the process but in a good way. They determined the scope and the objective of the discussion, but not in a way that did not allow participation. The level of participation was good" (AG3). Too much openness too early in the process was repeatedly mentioned as detrimental to effective stakeholder participation: "Stakeholder involvement should not have taken place earlier.
There were too many obscurities. Maybe it could have been later, but then there would have been difficulties as well" (AG2). One interviewee said that "there was a fair amount of feedback among the different groups: the planning group, the advisory group, and the public. Interaction among the advisory group participants was very good. As advisory group members, we had the feeling that we were involved; and not just confronted with facts and decisions" (AG4). The context survey outcome indicates that the openness of the water board was the most positively valued factor at the start of the process, despite existing doubts (Appendix : Table  A1 ). Moreover, process factors, such as unbiased organization, early involvement, real influence, and transparency, were all considered to be positive (Appendix : Table A5 ).
According to core group members in the advisory group, the openness of the process created trust in the planning group. "There is trust between the participants and the water board because discussions are open. This is mainly due to the way the water board organizes these meetings. At the start, the participants are suspicious; they have a 'seeing is believing' attitude. By subsequently http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ allowing people to share their ideas and taking them seriously, trust is built" (CG2). One advisory group member stated that this new trust meant that "the process in the advisory group and the public meetings created support for the water management plan" (AG3). The survey results supported this: participants seemed undecided on the trust of the advisory group in the water board (Appendix : Table  A4 ), whereas the outcome questionnaire clearly showed an increase in trust in the water board from the start to end of the process (Appendix : Table A6 ).
There was consistent agreement that the representation of stakeholder groups in the advisory group was fair given the group's objective. Participants' fair representation and level of experience was confirmed by the context and process survey results (Appendix : Tables A4 and  A5 ). However, interviewees reaffirmed the importance of proper representation in the process. "It is important to remain critical about who can participate in what group: Do they have enough background knowledge and support? In this water management plan, this worked really well" (AG3). Also, the involvement of an external project leader and an experienced water board council member were mentioned as important factors. "I think the culture of participation is very important. The level of openness for participation differs per person or organization. If there's openness, conveners are flexible to react to developments. What is important is the approach of individual persons in the process" (CG1).
The advisory group indicated overall satisfaction with the effectiveness of the process. The results of the process and outcome questionnaires confirmed that it was considered well managed on the practical level, provided sufficient information and time, and achieved results that could not have been reached more easily otherwise (Appendix : Tables A5 and  A6 ).
However, some interviewees voiced criticisms about the process. One interviewee indicated that the process could have succeeded with "one or two meetings" fewer (AG1). Another interviewee stated that the financial compensation of advisory group members was not consistent. "It was worth the investments for the NFO [Netherlands Fruit Farming Organization] . I would like to note that the LTO [Agricultural Organization] representatives are not getting paid for these meetings. NFO is paying people if it knows that they were there. This would be a problem if this approach is to be repeated in the future. Going to meetings is quite costly for stakeholder group representatives. Maybe part of the process can occur on a closed website on the internet-but then the group dynamics would be missing, which is also essential" (AG4).
The public meetings
Although the evaluation of the public meetings was not focused specifically on answering the research questions, it did provide insights (see results in Tables A8 and A9 of the Appendix). The evaluation results indicated that participants became more aware of the goal of the meetings as the process progressed. Furthermore, participants found the public meetings useful for understanding the content of and different interests in this water management plan, and for sharing views. Finally, participants clearly regarded their involvement in the planning increasingly important.
DISCUSSION
In this section, we discuss the results and highlight several practical lessons that can be learned from the Kromme Rijn process in terms of designing and implementing a participatory planning process in a regional water management setting. Overall, the results of the planning group interviews, the evaluations of the advisory group and public meetings, as well as our own observations, suggest that the Kromme Rijn planning process was effective. The outcome of the process was a regional water management plan that considered different stakeholder interests. The plan has been approved by the water board and has now moved into the implementation phase. Moreover, all the main groups involved in the process evaluated the process in a generally positive way. A range of standardized context, process, and outcome criteria confirms that, despite major conflicting interests and doubts at the outset, the process has resulted in a range of satisfactory outcomes. The process of participation seems to be able to overcome conflicting contextual conditions (see also Beierle and Konisky 2000).
We believe that the process design played an important role in reaching a successful process and outcome in this participatory program. The results demonstrate that productive conditions were created for effective horizontal communication in http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ all groups. These effects are most clearly observed in the advisory group process, as this group was the main discussion platform and most intensely observed and evaluated. Conflicting interests in the advisory group became most prominent during the second half of the process when the water board made its own position more explicit. It was recognized that the current water system is not capable of supplying sufficient water quantities to meet the demands of the fruit farming sector. Confidence in the planning group and discussions in the core group helped clarify the position of the water board in this planning process. The open atmosphere in the advisory group enabled them to thoroughly discuss the issues before communicating them to the public. Despite a number of regrettable policy measures for individual land owners (i.e., expropriation of land for widening canals), the participants in the advisory group and public meetings assert that they understand the necessity of these measures. The importance of openness and transparency in building trust reflects the existing literature (Marks 2004 , Mostert et al. 2007 ). The results show that vertical communication between the groups was mainly facilitated through the planning group. Planning group members confirm that their confidence in the content grew as a result of intense discussions between the different groups.
Results of both the advisory group and the public meetings indicate that the information provided in the form of maps and presentations at meetings improved as the process progressed. Participants of central groups were generally eager to participate in peripheral groups. A possible explanation for this is that members of the central groups were involved in preparing for peripheral group meetings, which made them curious about discussions and outcomes. The importance of design in participatory planning calls for allocating sufficient time and resources to the design phase in participatory planning.
It should be noted that our analysis is only informed by organizers and participants directly involved in the process who voluntarily agreed to participate. We do not know if participation in the core group or advisory group has stimulated participants to communicate more with their constituency about the planning process and the water management plan, or if they became disassociated (Groot et al. 2002) . For example, at the final, and unfortunately unevaluated, public meeting, a small group of farmers protested fiercely against the water management plan. It became clear that these tenant farmers were not informed by the landowners or the water board, were absent during earlier meetings, and were now confronted with an unfavorable plan. The water board council member defended the plan, supported by the advisory group members. The incident illustrates the importance of the representativeness of stakeholder processes (Mostert et al. 2007) , and in particular, the issue of non-participation (Warner 2005). We argue that as problem frames may change during the process the question of involving the right stakeholders should be addressed not only in the design phase but should continuously throughout the process (see also Glicken 2000) . This incident could have been prevented if water board employees who work in the field had been included in these stakeholder analyses.
Another important question is whether the participation process will have positive effects on the longer term, for example during and after the implementation phase. The literature states that the benefits of participatory planning are particularly evident over the longer term (Creighton 2005 , Healy 2006 . It is likely that the positive relationships that have been developed during the planning process will be beneficial over the longer term. However, these benefits are dependent on the mutual expectations regarding the communication and participation that the water board will undertake during the implementation phase. Empirical evidence for this assumption is not available; the answer to this question lies beyond the current scope and may constitute an interesting follow-up study.
A potential bias in the results may have been generated by the double role of some of the authors in the design, facilitation, and evaluation of the participatory process. Taking on these predominantly neutral roles was necessary for securing access to the process. Interviews were carried out by telephone and on occasion separate from group meetings. The first author-who did not play a major role in process facilitation-alone administered the survey and analyzed the data. The large number of meetings guaranteed that core group and advisory group members were very much aware of the roles and aims of the authors in the process. It would be impossible to not influence the process in action research (Neuman 2003) . However, it is believed that triangulation of the diverse data sources collected during the process and several reflection workshops has contributed to a nuanced view on the outcomes. http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ The reflection workshops also created a platform for the water board and other water authorities to critically reflect on the process and propose adjustments when necessary. The importance of reflection in governance processes (e.g., Groot et al. 2002, Voss and Kemp 2006) , social learning in multi-party collaboration (e.g., Bouwen and Tailleu 2004, Mostert et al. 2007) , and adaptive capacity and flexibility of agencies (Folke et al. 2004) , are increasingly recognized in the literature as essential elements for sustainable natural resource management. It was clear that the reflection workshop held halfway through the process was crucial in identifying problems during the first half, and allowed organizers to anticipate and rectify these problems for the rest of the process. At the end of the process, another reflection workshop was organized to evaluate lessons learned with the planning group and core group to allow institutional learning for future processes. Both reflection workshops enhanced the planning group's adaptive capacity, both during and after the participatory process, when moving on to new planning projects.
It is clear that participants in the process have not co-decided on the measures proposed in the water management plan. The advisory group was able to co-design and the public was involved for consultation. Different views were discussed openly, but it was not clear how they were integrated into the next draft proposed by the water board. The water board described the project as very pragmatic and aimed to deliver a concrete product under a tight schedule. These forms of limited participation are commonplace in the literature (see Huitema et al. 2009 ). However, the evaluation data suggest that participants of both the advisory group and the public meetings did not disapprove the water board's influence. In fact, advisory group members claimed that being involved too early when there was no clear proposal to respond to was not favorable. This result is at odds with the criteria of early involvement and real influence advocated in the literature (Rowe and Frewer 2000) , but this could be due to the participants becoming more trusting as the agency showed itself to be flexible and responsive to their views (Beierle and Konisky 2000) . Warner observes that stakeholders do not necessarily want to take responsibility for comanaging a resource: "They do however want to be heard and not left out of the process" (Warner 2005). Participants often have other responsibilities and workloads that may limit full participation.
At the start of the planning process, advisory group meetings were combined with a pilot project that explored the European Water Framework Directive requirements for the Kromme Rijn basin. Coupling the two projects led to confusion and created a double workload for the planning group and the advisory group. During the second year of the process the two projects were separated, which greatly improved the preparation for the water management plan meetings and clarity for the participants. Clarity of purpose of the public participation and the role of participants in this process is essential for the effectiveness of the process (see also Glicken 2000, Mostert et al. 2007 ).
Finally, an important factor mentioned in both the planning group and advisory group evaluations were the attitude and experience of those involved in the groups and the planning team. It was repeatedly claimed that the process benefited from a new project leader with extensive experience in similar processes. Also, the involvement of one of us in the planning group and as a facilitator at numerous meetings was mentioned as having a positive influence on proceedings and bringing parties together. These experienced people were external to the water board and played a neutral role in implementing the nested process design. The planning group developed vital communication skills, especially the ability to communicate with stakeholder groups on different levels. According to the water board council member, the water board focuses on providing technical expertise; the staff necessary for running a successful participatory process is, therefore, largely non-existent. Qualified personnel and process leadership are important factors to consider when planning and carrying out participatory planning processes (Olsson et al. 2005 , Mostert et al. 2007 .
CONCLUSION
Participatory planning is increasingly seen as an important element in achieving adaptive and integrative water management. Despite more literature on public participation presenting criteria and factors for effective and successful public participation, little is scientifically known about how water managers should proceed in practice. In this article, we presented the Kromme Rijn case, in which a regional water management plan was developed using a participatory approach, based on multiple nested groups. By separating the pool of http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss1/art14/ stakeholder interests into a core group of responsible water authorities and an advisory group representing the main user interests and the wider public representing individual interests, the water board planning group aimed to create optimal horizontal communication within groups and vertical communication between groups. This article has shown how and why this process was designed, how it was carried out, how it was evaluated by both the planning group and the participants of different groups, and what role various practical and theoretical design and process factors have played in this project. Data were obtained using different methods for each participatory group and included a mix of open qualitative interviews and focus group discussions, quantitative questionnaires, which evaluated a more standardized range of factors and criteria, and the observations made by us.
Based on analysis of the results, we can conclude that the process design and implementation were effective in the given context. The Kromme Rijn process was generally recognized as a successful participatory project, both by the water board and the participants. Our case study highlights several practical implications in process design and implementation that go beyond the current theoretical literature. First, it is argued that the process design has played an important role in nurturing open and safe discussions in groups, clarity of the roles of both conveners and participants, and a fair representation of interests. In the Dutch context and possibly beyond, organizing nested participatory groups seems to be a potential method to reconcile different types of stakeholder interests toward a common goal.
Another important factor in implementing the process design was allowing for reflective and adaptive moments with the planning group, during and after the process. The process design and implementation depend on a thorough stakeholder analysis aimed at assessing the relationships, interests, power structures, and expected outcomes of a wide array of process players. It is argued that attention should be paid to stakeholder involvement not only in the design phase but throughout the process.
Furthermore, the process implementation has highlighted the experience in participatory processes of the planning group, especially concerning the lack of participatory capacity at technically oriented water boards. Current policy developments require water boards in the Netherlands to move beyond dry feet. With these practical process design and implementation lessons we hope to contribute to this development, as well as the ongoing debate on participatory planning in natural resource management. 
